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The maxim that “beauty isin the eye of the beholder” has long keen dted by those
attempting to dismiss disagreements over what are often called mere differences of taste.
However, asmple examination of the linguistic habits of the human race quickly throws
this propostion into question. When anyore calls athing beutiful, he expects others to
agree with him just as much asif hehad merely stated that the thing was blue In fact,
were it notfor this patern of thinking, there would be no disagreements for the maxim
unde condderation to dduse. Human bengsinvest agreat dea of emotion in their
judgments of beauty, so tha they are greatly offended when anyore calls the vadidity of
these judgnents into question, and phiases such & “to each his own” are dispensed
grudgingly and only because there has yet to be a system set forth by which aesthetic
guestionscan be settled obgctively. Many may be urwilling to dlow for the possibility
of such asystem, butneither does the human race seem willing, on abasic level, to accept
apuely subjective view of beauty in which there is absolutely no expectation of
agreement among diferent individuds. This is because subjectivist theories of beauty are
simply unable to explain human aesthetic experience and ukimately only atheory that
acknowledges tha beauty is not“in the eye of the beholder™” &fter al can ever providea
satisfactory explanaion of the correctness of aesthetic judgnents and the scopeof thar
validity.

Among he historical thinkers to recognize this was German phiosophe

Immanuel Kant. Kant calls tha which merely pleases the senses the “agreeable” and says
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tha with regard to this sort of judgnent @the prindple Everyone has his own taste (of the

senses) isvaid.®! He then goes on © contrast this with beauty as follows:

With the beautiful it is entirely different. It would be ridiculous if (the
precise converse) someone who prided himself on his taste thought to justify himself
thus: @This object (the building we are looking at, the clothing someone is wearing,
the poem that is presented for judging) is beautiful for me.® For he must not call it
beautiful if it pleases merely him. Many things may have charm and agreeableness
for him, no one will be bothered about that; but if he pronounces that something is
beautiful, then he expects the very same satisfaction of others; he judges not merely
for himself, but for everyone, and speaks of beauty asiif it were a property of things.
Hence he says that the thing is beautiful, and does not count on the agreement of
others with his judgment of satisfaction because he has frequently found them to be
agreeable with his own, but rather demandsit from them. He rebukes them if they
judge otherwise, and denies that they have taste, though he nevertheless requires that
they ought to have it; and to this extent one cannot say, 2Everyone has his specia
taste.° This would be as much asto say that thereisno taste at all, i.e., no aesthetic
judgment that could make a rightful claim to the assent of everyone.?

Here Kant is precisely on rget. He captures peafectly the habits of human bengs
when we speak aboutbeauty. In variousfictiond stories and dso true historical accounts
men will do kettle over a disagreement as to whether or not a certain woman is beautiful,
and no or findsthese accounts the least bit difficult to believe; they lineup perfectly
with our common experience of the behavior of those who disagree about judgmnents of
beauty they deem important.

Even regarding lesser judgnents of beauty people often have heated emotiond

Critique of the Power of Judgnent 5: 212,emphasisin original
arguments, and whal elotherts, reraplutis i sgithiesk as pointless and unesolvable, they are

nevertheless a pat of the human experience. Which is more beautiful, the starry sky on a
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dak clear night, orthe lights of acity? A thundestorm, or abright sunny afternoon?The
greenay of gpring, orthe golden leaves of fall? Aboutal of these questionsand many
others like them people dispute endlessly, and clling them matters of 2mere taste® seems
hadly to resolve them, butmerely to sweep the dispute under the rug, © to geak, and
mutudly consent tha it is unlikely that it will ever be resolved.

These sorts of thingspresent al sorts of problems for subjectivist accounts of
beauty. Such accounts are Smply contrary to theintuitive, common sense beliefs we as
humans hold. @The judgnent of taste,® as Kant says, 2ascribes assent to everyone, and
whoever declares that something is beautiful wishes tha everyoneshould approve of the
object in question and smilarly declare it to bebeautiful.°2 There is, then, aprescriptive
element to judgments of beauty. To call something beautiful is to demand ayreement
from others. If others contradict our judgnents of beauty and we fail to tell them that they
arewrong, t is notbecause we actualy believe that their opinionsare equdly vaid.
Rather, it is merely asocia convention developed to maintain dvility because it was
decided tha judgmnents of beauty oughtnotto bethe cause of brawls, asin ourearlier
example. Our inginctive words and actions on herare occasionswhen they are
undhecked by ©ada conventions show that our actud belief is that when aperson makes
an erroneousjudgnﬂe%gfl—lssgzagyehwmay as well have made an aroneousjudgment of
color, and ore who lacks this faculty Kant calls 2taste,® the ability to judgebeauty, is just

like onewho is completely color-blind. This person is unable to snse a property which is
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avery rea part of the perceptionsof the world common to other human beings

It iswith regard to this that Kant goes wrong. On Kant's account beauty is nota
pat even of therepresentation (the mind'speaceptionsof theworld), much less the 2thing
in itself.® Rather, beauty is a power to cause the mind to operate in acertain way. This

opeaation is rather complex. Kant says:

By contrast, the pleasure in the beautiful is neither a pleasure of enjoyment,
nor of alawful activity, and not even of a contemplation involving subtle reasoning
in accordance with ideas, but of mere reflection. Without having any purpose or
fundamental principle for aguide, this pleasure accompanies the common
apprehension of an object by the imagination, as afaculty of intuition, in relation to
the understanding, as a faculty of concepts, by means of a procedure of the power of
judgment, which it must also exercise for the sake of the most common experience ...
This pleasure must necessarily rest on the same conditions in everyone, since they
are subjective conditions of the possibility of cognition in general, and the proportion
of these cognitive faculties that is required for taste is a so requisite for the common
and healthy understanding that one may presuppose in everyone.

A large percentage of Kant's Critique of the Power of Judgnent is devoted to this
topic, and D there is not space here for afull discussion of it, butthe mos important
point for our purposes is that on tis theory beauty is defined by aspecific type of
pleasure; a pleasure caused by te variousfaculties of themind beng set in motion

simultaneoudy m%ﬂh&mak&s beauty a?judgmnent of reflection,® as Kant
101

bid. 20: 221
himself says® butt?usI |Is. contrary to ourexperience. In arder to undestand this problem,

an examindaion nmug be made of how human beingsbecome aware of beauty, butbefore
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this may be dore we mug reach an undestanding of how the physcal world (or its
representation) is perceived in general.

For pumposes of this discussion it is necessary to divide the mind conaeptually into
two pats, the coniousand the subaonstious The congtiousis that pat of the mind
which is aware of itself and its functioning. The subconstiousis tha part which
ordinarily goes unnotced, butmay bebroughtto thelevel of coniousess by an act of
will. Notice the absence of the unconiousfrom this classification. This is because the
mind is by definition athing that thinks®, and the un@mnsciousfundionsautomatically
withoutany sort of thoughtand is therefore not pat of the mind proper, butamere

physcal function of the brain. To gpeak of the2unconsciousmind® is a contradiction in

terms. One may as well call the liver a partof themimdastheunconious

L ) ) . This is notthe dace for adiscussionof the
Now, it is indisputable that uncer ordiasys@ifics MEaRpasd ieneseeptiensiahiithinks (which may @ may

self) is that pat which issignificant to ths discusion, and hat is the part to
coniousmind ae aready subsumed undet eeehRiREEBBKEepts when it becomes

aware of them. Speaking of such perceptions oneordinarily says that he sees a chair,

rather than that he seestosniaindbtioks g tachachin shajpasobroae aly fRbAeRNeOBst@iRes, and in paitular the
Meditations on Frst Philssophy

locationsrelative to each other; thisis a pattern jus as much of thoughtas of speech.

Upon eflection, however, onecan divide the chair in different ways, and Gan easily see

that each of these is equally as valid as its classification as a Sngle, complete chair. One
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might call it four legs aback rest and apad. Rerhgpsthe chair is atached to the floor, in
which case it mightjug as well beapat of the building as a separate entity. One can
even break it down into distinct 2simple impressions® as the early moden empiricists
did.

Examining this stuaion, the empiricists, following John Locke, madethe claim
tha these smple impressions— impressionsof basic qualities such as color, shepe, Sze,
etc. — entered the suboongiousthrough he sense organs and were there assembled into
thedistinct and recognizable objects of which the consciousmind is aware. However,
thar own discussionsbetray thefalsehood d this assertion. For indance, Locke says that
aThough he qudities that affect our senses, are, in the thingsthemselves, so united and
blended, that there is no separation, no dstance between them; yet @t plain, the ideas
they produe in the mind, enter by the senses smple and unmxed °” butwhen he gives
examples of these ideas he speaks of 2softness and warmth in the same piece of wax,°
aThe coldness and hadness, which aman feels in apiece of ice,® 2the smell and

, II.1, emptasis in original
whiteness of alily,° and 2the taste of suda Btlgitaemphalséseopaiesi L ocke exposes the

inng workingsof the human mind — ha any o these smple ideas, when they are by

themselves, are abdract concepts which have nothing to do wth theworld we actudly
An Essay @ncening Human Understnding

perceive, except for having been extracted from it. When trying to communicate asmple

idea, Locke mug gppeal to acomplex ideawhich it hdpsto make up, be&ause smple
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ideas do notexist done ether in theworld or in our perceptionsof it.

The mog natural condudonto draw from this Smple obgervation is tha themind
does not, in fact, take in theworld onesmple idea a atime and asemble these into a
coherent picture. Any theory which hopes to explain this mug accountfor the
arbitrariness of the process of deermining where ore object sopsand the next begins
What mug be said, then, is that the world the mind initially becomes aware of is an
incomprehengble jumble of properties, asngle complex impression each moment. The
subansiousmind receives the world as awhole, butawhole which is of no u® to the
congiousmind. The subconsciousmug then break this down into smple ideas,
determine which smple ideas make up the same object by the use of conceptsin the
mind such as chair, table, bed, and s forth®, and pass this information dong b the

congiousmind in its new understandable form.

This process is 0 ingrained through bnghabit, and through neessity - snceit is

. . . . . o ...in order to explain hw the first humanbeing
impossible to function in the world withoutit - that it jg @xtisgyey gifficult to become

aware of it by any act of will (athoughin prindple this oughtto bepossible, snceitisa

i ! ificig! her h begs. |
part of thesmjbcons:loggrn@ﬁ%‘,v%jém gﬁ%@ﬁmﬁ& FANAEHCE! FROGHRENIPARER ftqQ other human Begs. It

e sme more bac conceps, sich asKantC&categories® that are
) completelya priori, ] ]
easy to ob®rve in cases where some event, such as aconaussion or asudden waking

from adesp deep, momentarily prevents the mind from opeating in its cusomary
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fashion. In these cases, the process may momentarily cease to fundion and perceptionsof
theworld revert to thar natural state as asingle jumbled mess, and aconsiouseffort
mug be made to order them into anything coherent.

The process, then, by which hurran beingssense the world is as follows. Each
moment, a Single complex impression enters the subconsiousmind, where it is broken
down into smple impressions which are then subsumed unde variousconapts and buit
back up into acoheent picture of the world which is then passed dong b the constious
mind. With regard to beauty, it can be easily observed, smply by contemplating ay
aesthetic experience, tha the mind becomes aware of the beauty of an object immediately
upon peceiving it in its entirety (I say, 2in its entirety® because there are cases in which
only apat of an objct isinitially perceived and it does not gppear beautiful untl the
whole has been perceived. OF course, the converse case may aso oaur a times). Beauty,
then, is aproperty which enters the submn<iousin tha jumble of impressionsand is
attached to aspecific QRiectunda HSXHiF RO AL RS RIS R e gRIKious
mind. This makes beauty a propeaty existing in theworld jugt as much as a color, ashape,
or asmell, however much that might be At the very least, the beauty of an object is an
ideathat isimposed on hemind from without jud as the idea that the sky is blueis thus

imposed®. On Kant® metaphysics this would sill leave beauty as merely inter-subjective

10

9). 1 do not se
in fact, claim)
Kant wauld sé
absdutely obje
in the world.
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rather than truly objective, being merely a propaty of the representation, butit is stronger
than Kant® own daim that a beautiful object is Smply ore tha causes a paticular type of
pleasure, and it is, of course, compatible with any metaphyscs from the ndve realism of
Aristotle to the immaterialism of Berkeley.

Beauty, then, is abasic property bdonging © objects. As such, it can notbe
defined any more than the color blue can. It can only be shown by example. Blueisthe
color that can beseen in the ky on aclear day. Beauty is that property which belongsto
certain pieces of musgc, and © certain sghts, and to certain people, and © or. However,
thisis by no neansthe end d inquiry into its nature. With regard to blue, the science of
optics has reached apoint where, while it cannotdefine blue, it can give an explanation
of it. Blug we are told, is caused by ertain wavelengths of light Prior to this
development the question of which shade was bluest could notbe settled. Gertain shades

The validity of the comparson haseen qustioned onlte ground that bluesiperceived by arggle

could beclearly seen terbe mwigeek\ i Autpsreaatiicn ob [Drisarvontietd yereas@utiteth éedscission, becausere are

discissing hee the mindicperceptioa of the weld, and thendividual £nss are a part ohe world,

s i e R D B e o

_ 12 Two different blues cased by different weelengtts within that range wuld of muse be cosidered to
bluest shade is that wibichdsmadielbonbedfidaaospa fhekeasekan gihsaf dgmvehtaln hade mixed \ith, for

instancea bt of greenilght.
cause blue notmixed with any other wavelengthst2. In principle, while beauty is much

more difficult to degerminethan blue there is no reason why a science of aesthetics could

11
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not be developead which would beable to give asmilar explanation of beauty which
would beable to give objective criteria which could resolve any dispute on the subject.
However, an important objection mug first beanswered: If beauty is areal property of
objects, then why do hese disputes arise a dl? If this were the case, wouldn©gveryone
be expected to agree aboutit, in dl cases?

The first thing tha mug be pointed outin respon to this is tha there is far more
agreement aboutbeauty than there is disagreement, and tis fact cannotbe explained
withouttheintrodudion of a the very least an inter-subjective dement such as Kant®,
which says smply that due to the degree to which dl human mindsfunctionin the same
way people usudly have smilar tastes. Secondly, people are sometimes mistaken about
other propaties of objects as well, and tis is not generally seen as a problem for the
objective reality of those properties.

In mog cases, there is avery good eason why these disagreements occur. For
ingance, consder myself and an Eskimo standing sde by sdeon ahill in the Arctic,
obsrving another hill in the distance. | see no notion and no Ife, only snow, butthe
Eskimo sees alarge polar bear. This does not mean tha whether or notthe polar bear
exists is amatter of subjective judgment; rather, the discrepancy occurs because the
Eskimo©syes are trained and heis beter able to differentiate beween the two shades of
white than | am. Likewise, someonefrom the city will be better able to tell which of two

skylines is more beautiful, while they may both look the same to someonefrom the
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county. The county person, however, may beable to tell which of two pineforestsis
more beautiful, while al pine forests may look the same to the city peson. O course,
onewho es acertain type of beauty frequently may learn to take it for granted, and no
longe remark on it, or St and wntemplate it, as would someone who ses it for thefirst
time; but he perceives it nonghdess.

Genetic factors are aso relevant. Some people smply have better eyesight than
others, and there is no reason notto suppo® tha the same will betruewith regard to the
aesthetic faculties. Then there are borderline cases, which are often the cause of dispute.
Is this so-called red wine really red, orisit closer to purple? In early fall, are this tree©s
leaves really dill green, a are they more yellow? The same sort of borderline cases may
occur with regard to beauty, and snce the absence of awell developed science of
aesthetics makes it impossible to determine degrees of beauty objectively onepeason may
think acertain boderline case is very beautiful, while another may think tha it is not
beautiful a all, butthis is no diferent than the disputes over color.

The problem is exacerbaed by the complexity of beauty. Whatever this property
IS, it is gpplied to an enomMmousvariety of objects, and it would seem to bethe same
property in al cases, despite the great difficulty in establishing any smilarity between
two objects as different as aviolin solo and asunst. In fact, even adract ideas are
sometimes called beautiful. Kant notes that 21t is cusomary to call the properties of

geometrical shgpes as well as of numbers ... beauty, on acountof acertain a priori
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purposveness, notexpected from the smplicity of ther condruction, for al sorts of
cognitive use, and o Peak of this or tha beautiful property of, eg., acircle, which is
discovered in this way or tha.°*® Cases like those to which Kant is referring ae called in
English 2elegance.’ These are cases like Newton©Second Law, F=ma, which are very
simple propostionsthat explain enormoudy complex and varied phenomena. Of course,
very different objects, such as awoman©slress, can dso beeegant. The genera
definition of elegance covering dl these casesis that it is that type of beauty which is
characterized by an urexpected smplicity.

Anothe problem occurs here. How can it be said that the equaion F=mais
beautiful if beauty is areal property of objects? How indeed can it be said of any such
abdract idea? It is easy to understand haw the abstract idea of roses in general might be
beautiful jus as a specific roxe is, butwhat of abgract ideas which correspond b no
physcal objects a dl? It is clear that F=ma on paer is not, in itself, beautiful. There
mug, then, betwo different types of beauty, one which is inheent in the object and

pertainsto the object itself (or at least its representation in the mind), and another which

is adherent. I the case of adherent beauty, the object causes beautiful ideds TR TG ARG~ 0™

which ae notapat of the mind©sepresentation of the physcal world. This distinction
can beseen mog clearly in the literary arts. In an inherently beautiful poem, the very
Critique of the Power of Judgnent

soundof thewords is beautiful, such that even someonewho did notspeak the language

of the poem would recognize their beauty. In an adherently beautiful poem, the mind

13
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forms some beautiful idea, for indance a picture of a scene in ndure, as aresult of
hearing the poan. Adherent beauty is very common in the arts in general, as many, if not
all, atistic works have interpretationsatached to them.

Kant makes asmilar distinction between what he calls adherent and afree?
beauty. He says that ore judges free beauty 2on the basis of wha he has before his
senxe,® butadheaent beauty 2on the basis of wha he has in his thoughs.°* Thereason |
have not preserved Kant©siomendature is that adherent beauty is, in fact, freer than what
Kant calls free beauty, snce, contrary to Kant©sccount, it is only adherent beauty that
necessarily sets the mind in motion; inheent beauty may or may not have this effect.

It is of note that the concept of adherent beauty assumes the passibility of
beautiful idess. In fact, dl the beauty which hurman beéngsknow directly is the beauty of
ideas, Snce the thingswe judgebeautiful are the representationsof the object in the
mind. There may il be beauty outside of any mind, butthis becomes the same question
as whether there can be blue outside of any mind, and the answer dgpendson which
metaphyscal theory is adopted.

Beauty, then, is asngle propaty bdonging o certain complex ideas as varied as
Newton®Second Law, a Rembrandt panting, a sunst, or awoman. Some beautiful ideas
form apat of the m’rlqiﬁl%rga;%elen{aﬁeﬂﬂfthe world, some do not There seems only one
possibility remaining for what sort of property such athing might be butif thereis sill

uncertainty left about tha, the next thing to do sto examine avery smple type of

14
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beauty: The beauty of classical musc.

We ae told it was the Pythagoreans who first discovered tha certain muscal
notes were caused by vibrationsat certain frequendes. This quickly developed into the
study of hamonics which pesisted throughoutthe Medieval period, and even to the
moden age. By thetime of the famousclassical composers, Bach, Beethoven, Mozart,
and o forth, 2music theory® had developed and methematical relationships were known
between noesin hamony and ketween noes in discord. Notes which posessed the
mathematical relationship of hamony were discovered to beinherently beautiful as
simple chords or sequences, without even the need for thelarger context of asong
although, a@mittedly, thisis avery limited sort of beauty. Likewise, rules of meter were
devised and it was found hat, while these did notcreate any sort of aformula by which
beauty could becreated withoutnaural talent and iniration, they were, inded,
properties of beautiful musc. The rise of jazz and smilar muscal gylesin themoden
era complicated the matter, when it was discovered that discord and s/ncopation, the
intentiond breaking ofthe rules of harmony and neter, thingsthat would notbe beautiful
in isolation, could actually contribute to the overall beauty of alarger piece of musc.

If nothing tha has been said before clearly pointed the way, certainly this
example shows condusvely what sort of thing beuty is, and where philosophes ought
to look if they seek to build ascience of aesthetics: Beauty congsts in a certain sort of

relationship beween the properties of an objct. Judgmrents of beauty aboutan obgct are
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made according to dl of the propeaties of that object of which the onejudging is awvare.
This explainswhy awoman may bejudged to bebeautiful upon frst beng seen, then no
longe beautiful when he voice is heard, and then beautiful again when he actionsare
observed. This dso explainswhy acity one has never seen before may look beutiful
when seen for the first time at night, butif it is then seen duing the day and its streets are
found o be dirty, its people rude or its buildingspoaly maintained, onemay never
judgeit beautiful agan, even if it is seen under the same circumstances as it was seen for
thefirst time (one may, of course, say that it looksbeautiful a night, butthisis very
different than saying that the city actualy is beautiful).

It has not been deermined, and in this short space it cannotbe wha exactly
beauty is, but certainly the consderationshere outined provide some founddional
thoughs upon which afuture aesthetic theory may bebuilt. Beauty, it has been
determined, is a propety of objects and ideas, which can be judged objectively to the
same extent that any other sengble property can. This can bedetermined from the fact
that it enters themind & the same time and in the same way as dl other sengble
properties. This propaty congsts in ome as yet undeermined relationship of the other
properties of the object. It seems, then, tha dthough hey may or may not have been
correct, the andent Greeks were on teright track when they proposd tha theratio of
theshort sdesto thelong sdes in the Golden Rectangle made it the mos beautiful

geometric shgpe Thisis precisely the sort of explanaion of beauty aesthetics oughtto
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search for if beauty is ever to beproperly understood.



